Isolation of replication-competent molecular clones of visna virus.
Visna virus is the prototypic member of a subfamily of retroviruses responsible for slow infections of animals and humans. As a part of our investigation of the functions of viral gene products in virus replication, we have isolated three infectious molecular clones and determined the complete nucleotide sequences of two of the clones. We have also characterized the progeny of the biologically cloned viral stocks and of the infectious clones and document considerable heterogeneity in plaque size and antigenic phenotype of the former that is reduced to near homogeneity in the progeny of the infectious clones. It thus should now be possible to trace the emergence of antigenic variants of visna virus as well as ascribe defined functions to structural and regulatory genes of the virus in determining neurovirulence and the slow tempo of infection.